Developing socially just dispositions in pre-service and beginning teachers: Findings from the first year by Mills, Carmen
MIL08352 
 
 
DEVELOPING SOCIALLY JUST DISPOSITIONS IN PRE-SERVICE AND BEGINNING TEACHERS: 
FINDINGS FROM THE FIRST YEAR 
 
 
Carmen Mills 
The University of Queensland 
 
 
Abstract 
This paper reports on findings from the first year of a research project that aims to explore the role 
pre-service teacher education plays in influencing attitudes towards social justice and diversity in pre-
service and beginning teachers. The research involves 24 teachers in total; 12 of whom are enrolled 
in the Graduate Diploma in Education (Secondary) degree, while another 12 are undertaking their 
final year of the Bachelor of Education (Secondary) degree in one Australian metropolitan university in 
2008. The study explores changes in the dispositions of teachers towards diversity and social justice 
over time; and the factors that appear to be critical in the development of socially just dispositions in 
these teachers. While the longitudinal nature of this research means that analysis cannot yet be 
focused specifically toward changes over time of the dispositions of these pre-service teachers, this 
paper draws on excerpts from interviews conducted with four teachers (two from each program) just 
after the beginning of their one year program or final year of the program to provide interesting 
baseline data against which comparisons may be drawn in the future. Involving pre-service teachers 
from these two distinct cohorts also opens up possibilities of examining differences between students’ 
dispositions, and in future, the impact of different forms of pre-service teacher education on 
dispositions may also be considered.  
 
Introduction 
Australia is one of the most ethnically diverse nations in the world (Howe, 1999). While the Australian 
student population – as in most parts of the globe – is linguistically and culturally diverse, it is 
significant that the Australian teaching profession is overwhelmingly Anglo-Australian and of middle-
class background (Allard & Santoro, 2006). Compounding this, Allard and Santoro (2006) have 
expressed concern about the homogeneity of experience of the majority of teacher education 
students in Australian universities. Many of these students attended middle class, Anglo-Australian 
schools for their primary and secondary education; are among similarly restricted cultural and 
linguistic diversity in the teacher education population; and often find themselves in schools not 
dissimilar to their personal schooling experiences for their practicum placements. Pre-service teacher 
education providers now face the daunting task of preparing predominantly White middle-class 
students with limited or no experience with persons from another ethnicity or social class to be 
effective teachers of diverse students (Causey, Thomas & Armento, 2000). 
 
As populations in contemporary Western societies grow more diverse, the need for teachers to better 
understand and work with difference productively becomes increasingly critical (Allard & Santoro, 
2006; D’Cruz, 2007). This is an important issue, given that: 
 
a significant proportion of school-age students whose ethnicity, socio-economic status or “race” 
mark them as different from that of the middle-class, Anglo-(Australian) mainstream, continue 
to fail to achieve educational outcomes that are equivalent to their peers ...  The failure of such 
a significant proportion of students is no longer morally or socially acceptable. (Allard & 
Santoro, 2004, p. 2) 
 
If teachers are integral to making a difference in these times of increasing student diversity, we need 
to find ways to improve the success of diverse students through our pre-service teacher preparation. 
However, in spite of the enormous changes that have taken place in our society, some schools of 
education are still functioning as if they were preparing teachers for the classrooms of half a century 
ago (Nieto, 2000). Although most teachers are competent in their subject areas, Sogunro (2001) 
argues that they lack adequate knowledge, skills and attitudes that are necessary to successfully 
teach diverse student populations. Indeed, the literature on teacher education shows that historically, 
teacher education programs have aimed to address diversity with add-on or piecemeal approaches, 
with little success (McDonald, 2005). In short, programs where diversity is addressed in a fragmented 
and superficial way do not lend themselves to the development of dispositions in pre-service teachers 
that are aligned with a recognitive view of social justice (see Mills, 2008). In addition, some research 
suggests that beginning teachers in Australia, despite their best intentions in terms of improving the 
social and learning outcomes of their students, appear to have very narrow understandings of what 
constitutes inclusive practice, and how to implement it effectively in their classrooms (Ballantyne & 
Mills, 2008). 
 
Like Villegas and Lucas (2002), then, I believe that we need to move the field of teacher education 
beyond the fragmented and superficial treatment of diversity that currently prevails. While the typical 
response of teacher education programs to the growing diversity among students has been to add a 
course or two on multicultural education but to leave the rest of the curriculum largely intact (Goodwin, 
1997), this approach to curriculum reform does not go far enough. Brown (2004), for example, reports 
that Banks (2001), Sleeter (1995) and others have found that many pre-service teachers enter and 
exit stand-alone cultural diversity courses unchanged, often reinforcing their stereotypical perceptions 
of self and others in the process.  
 
Dispositional factors may be particularly significant, then, because they may determine prospective 
teachers’ readiness (or lack thereof) to learn from their intercultural and educational experiences 
(Garmon, 2004). The classic study by Lortie (1975), for example, argues that the predispositions 
teacher education students bring to teaching are a much more powerful socialising influence than 
either preservice education or later socialisation in the workplace. As a result, Haberman (1991) has 
advocated for a more selective recruitment process, arguing that teacher educators have to find ways 
to focus on “picking the right people” rather than trying to “change the wrong ones” through teacher 
education. By this, Haberman (1996) is advocating for the recruitment and selection only of those who 
bring knowledge, experiences, commitments and dispositions that will enable them to teach in 
culturally diverse student populations well.  
 
It is the dispositions towards diversity and social justice of students enrolled in two different pre-
service teacher education programs within the same educational institution that are the focus of this 
paper. 
 
Research design 
This paper reports on findings from the first year of a research project that aims to explore the role 
pre-service teacher education plays in influencing attitudes towards social justice and diversity in pre-
service and beginning teachers. The research involves 24 pre-service teachers in total; 12 of whom 
are enrolled in the Graduate Diploma in Education (Secondary) degree, while another 12 are 
undertaking their final year of the Bachelor of Education (Secondary) degree in one Australian 
metropolitan university in 2008. Approximately 10% of each cohort expressed interest in participating 
in the research. Although participants were self-selecting, groups of pre-service teachers enrolled in 
the programs (reflective of gender, race/ethnicity, socio-economic class, prior experience, age) 
appear to be well represented in the samples. 
 
One-on-one interviews were conducted with pre-service teachers on two occasions in 2008 (once just 
after the beginning of their one year program or final year of the program, and again towards the end 
of the program), and further interviews will be conducted over the next two years with as many of the 
participants as possible as they make the transition to beginning teaching and other careers and 
future plans. The study explores: 
 
• changes in the dispositions of teachers towards diversity and social justice over time; and 
• the factors that appear to be critical in the development of socially just dispositions in these 
teachers. 
 
The research draws on the theoretical work of French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu, particularly his 
conceptual triad of habitus, capital and field, as a way of explaining how pre-service and beginning 
teachers’ dispositions towards social justice change. It also draws on notions of recognitive justice 
(Gale & Densmore, 2000) as a way of imagining what socially just dispositions might look like. While 
dispositions towards social justice may encompass a number of perspectives, recognitive justice, 
informed by the work of Young (1990) and Fraser (1995), includes a positive regard for social 
difference and the centrality of socially democratic processes in working towards its achievement. In 
brief, it advocates the fostering of respect for different social groups through their self-identification; 
opportunities for their self-development and self-expression; and the participation of groups in making 
decisions that directly concern them, through their representation on determining bodies (Gale & 
Densmore, 2000). 
 
The data for this paper are comprised of excerpts from the interviews conducted with pre-service 
teachers. Audio files were converted to textual form within word processing documents for ease of 
manipulation. The texts were analysed to draw out evidence of pre-service teachers’ dispositions 
towards diversity and social justice. My intention was to be both deductive and inductive (Altrichter, 
Posch & Somekh, 1993) in the coding of the data. This enabled me to capitalise on what I already 
knew from my experience as a teacher and researcher in the area, but still remain open to the 
surprises the data contained. 
 
Although the limits of space prevent me from including excerpts from all participants, those included 
are representative of the range of viewpoints expressed by the pre-service teachers interviewed. 
Despite the fact that all participants are anonymised, they are always potentially identifiable at least to 
those involved, if not to wider audiences. In order to preserve the anonymity of participants, 
differentiation between participants’ comments is indicated only by number and program (for example, 
GDipEd Student # 17; BEd Student # 3). 
 
While the longitudinal nature of this research means that analysis cannot yet be focused specifically 
toward changes over time of the dispositions of these pre-service teachers, the remainder of this 
paper draws on excerpts from interviews conducted with four teachers (two from each program) just 
after the beginning of their one year program or final year of the program to provide interesting 
baseline data against which comparisons may be drawn in the future. Involving pre-service teachers 
from these two distinct cohorts also opens up possibilities of examining differences between students’ 
dispositions, and in future, the impact of different forms of pre-service teacher education on 
dispositions may also be considered. 
 
Beginning the one year program: Views of Graduate Diploma in Education students 
Early in the Graduate Diploma in Education program, and therefore the beginning of her formal 
studies in education at the tertiary level, one pre-service teacher who had completed her own 
schooling in a different state to where she now found herself studying expressed particularly strong 
opinions regarding the streaming of secondary students in English. 
 
Everything’s great in [the state where I completed secondary school]. You’ve got your top 
English, your middle English and your bottom English. In [this state] ... it’s not graded, so you 
teach the top kids and you teach the slower kids all in the one class ... It annoys me that in 
maths you can have top, middle and bottom maths, and kids choose where they want to go, 
whereas in English all the kids are the same ... There’s a big divide, and there are kids that just 
don’t understand English ... I mean I get kids in [this state] ... who come from overseas ... How 
are they expected to do English at the same level as what I can do English? You know it just 
really annoys me ... I hate the idea of streaming, I don’t want it to be you’re not good at English, 
and you’re not going to be friends with the kids who are good at English, but there is always 
that mentality. (GDipEd Student # 1) 
 
She went on to say: 
 
One of Mum and Dad’s friends went to [a capital city] where she was going to teach English ... 
But she got into a school where all she did was teach kids how to fill out forms in English, and 
how to understand the forms ... because these kids were too slow to understand anything else. 
You know, she could have tried to teach them Shakespeare and all that stuff, but it wouldn’t 
have mattered ... She had to teach them life skills. Like I think that’s what bottom English is, is 
teaching life skills, I think they need something like that [in this State]. They’re not all going to 
be great at maths or great at English, but I don’t know why we’re chucking them all into the one 
English class. (GDipEd Student # 1) 
 
We should not condemn this student for the honest way that she has articulated her concerns about 
catering for diversity in the English classroom. While the deficit discourse evident in her comments is 
troubling, this is a good example of the way that students from disadvantaged and traditionally 
underachieving backgrounds are those most likely not to be the recipients of schoolwork that requires 
rigorous intellectual inquiry, even though such inquiry improves learning outcomes. By way of 
illustration, Lingard and others (2001) found intellectual demandingness to be lacking in many of the 
almost 1000 classrooms they observed in 24 case study schools throughout Queensland, Australia. 
Attributed with deficits associated with their disadvantage, these students are often held to much 
lower standards than others, frequently finding themselves on the receiving end of “less instructional 
time, less demanding and lower-quality educational materials, and less imaginative teaching than 
other students” (Brint, 1998, p. 225).  
 
Schools and teachers contribute to and compound this educational inequality by streaming or tracking 
students: the practice of grouping them, according to their ability, into classes and courses marked by 
a differentiated curriculum (Yonezawa, 2000). Consistently, it is children who belong to low socio- 
 probably the most important factor is equality ... So for me it was really important to treat all my 
students equally. And probably [during prac] I sought out the ones that were being neglected by 
the teacher, which didn’t really suit the teacher, because he felt that I wasn’t really appealing to 
the high achievers in the class ... I feel very strongly about ... giving attention to all students and 
not categorising or pigeon holing students, and going oh, they’re not going to do much more 
than that. (GDipEd Student # 6) 
 
Although her comments suggest that she may be referring to being guided by principles of equity 
rather than equality, she went on to give specific examples of what she observed during her practicum 
experiences, and the way that she responded: 
 
I find that certain teachers deliver their lesson to a certain group or they won’t involve students 
and they won’t push them and they won’t put any expectations on them. I went to a private 
independent school [for prac] and they had quite a few international students and the first thing 
that I noticed was that the international students sat in a corner by themselves and they weren’t 
required to participate in any classroom activities because their English was considered too 
poor. So the first thing I did was I made them do stuff. And that was a shock to them because 
they were like, “I don’t have to do this”. When I had group activities, I always made students 
present their arguments after they had done their activity ... and they had never done that 
before ... I just had to probably force the expectation that they had to do it. (GDipEd Student # 
6) 
 
What was of most concern to this pre-service teacher were the attitudes of her supervising teachers 
on practicum: 
 
In the first week [my supervising teachers on prac] tried to condition me into their mentality. 
They would say, “Oh, this student Alan, he’s the most naughty boy in the whole school, he’s 
very destructive, if you need a hand I’ll come up and help you” sort of thing, but there was no 
insight as to why ... With the international students my other teacher would be like “Just don’t 
worry about them ... They’ve done the minimum English, they’re never going to pass”. And they 
never did. I have to say that all the international students that were in my class were getting D’s 
and E’s and had been getting those grades apparently the whole entire secondary school. But 
none of the teachers had the attitude of trying to raise that standard. It was just the attitude; it 
was a real eye opener. (GDipEd Student # 6) 
 
While she may not speak specifically in these terms, the comments of this pre-service teacher 
suggest an inherent understanding that teachers, as some of the most strategically placed people to 
effect change in the lives of children, have a central role to play in attempting to redress injustices. 
The academic literature suggests that the practices she implemented during her practicum – 
demonstrative of holding high expectations of students and engaging in pedagogical practices with 
high ‘intellectual demandingness’ (Newmann and Associates, 1996; Lingard, Mills & Hayes, 2000) – 
may be some of the keys to making a difference for disadvantaged students. By setting high 
standards for students, letting them know that they are expected to meet them, and providing 
intellectually challenging lessons corresponding to these expectations, teachers can have a 
considerable impact on achievement (Sammons, Hillman & Mortimore, 1995). 
 
At the same time, these perspectives are tempered by a refusal to buy into the current popular view of 
student achievement, fuelled by teacher effectiveness literature and neoconservative politics, that the 
only thing that determines whether or not students do well at school (as much as their abilities allow) 
is the quality of teaching that they receive: 
 
Yeah [social justice] is important [for teachers to think about] ... But I also think that teachers 
are only one part of it and perhaps putting that responsibility on teachers is unrealistic, because 
it’s not just the teachers, it’s the system that it works in. It’s how the school operates within the 
community, there’s always a bigger picture. You can’t just narrow it into a classroom; that, I 
think, would be naive. (GDipEd Student # 6) 
 
This teacher is correct in her assumption that there is danger in attributing students’ lack of 
achievement solely to the quality of teaching (Lingard, Hayes, Mills & Christie, 2003). The challenge is 
in emphasising “the centrality of teachers’ work without implying that teachers – individually or 
collectively – are the panacea for the problems of education” (Cochran-Smith, 2001, p. 541). That is, 
teachers “can and do make a difference, while not being able to fully compensate for society” (Lingard 
et al., 2000, p. 97). 
 
Beginning the final year: Views of Bachelor of Education students 
In contrast to Graduate Diploma in Education students who were in the very early stages of their 
teacher education, Bachelor of Education students were beginning the fourth year of their education 
program at the time that these interviews took place. Much like the second Graduate Diploma student 
discussed in this paper, one of the Bachelor of Education students that I interviewed expressed quite 
strong beliefs about the importance of catering for all students in the classroom, rather than teaching 
to the majority: 
 
I think teachers who teach to all students, not just the majority, that’s something that I’m quite 
economic and minority groups that are most likely to end up in lower tracks regardless of whether 
they are tracked by the school or whether choices are left up to the parents and students themselves 
(Brint, 1998). Whereas, students from dominant middle-classes usually have more school-related 
knowledge and are frequently placed more highly than their low socio-economic peers. This is despite 
research that suggests tracking is educationally harmful to students placed in the lowest tracks and of 
dubious value when it comes to promoting an equality of outcomes (Oakes, Gamaron & Page, 1991). 
These are some of the theoretical issues that I hope this particular pre-service teacher was 
confronted with during the course of her Graduate Diploma studies. 
 
It is interesting to contrast the views of the previous student with the perspectives of another Graduate 
Diploma student, who stated that she had a particular interest in catering for ‘neglected’ students: 
 
I have thought about what a good teacher is and ... I think probably from my own experience, 
passionate about. I think just because you’ve got two kids in your classroom who learn 
differently from the rest, you can’t just exclude them, or focus on the majority. It’s not really fair. 
And I think that by using different strategies and by catering for different learning styles and 
cultures and backgrounds, you can get the majority of kids thinking in different ways as well. So 
I think it pushes everyone if you’re using different strategies ... And teachers that will challenge 
every student, but allow every student to experience success. Because the reality is, that not 
every student is going to end up studying history and English at university and so you have to 
recognise that, but allow them to experience success in their own way on a daily basis. (BEd 
Student # 13) 
 
This student’s passion responds to the fact that despite repeated calls for teachers to be aware of and 
build upon the literacies their students bring to classrooms (Heath, 1983; Cairney & Ruge, 1998), 
many schools continue to give priority to the stories of the lives enjoyed by “well-off, highly educated 
and socially conforming groups” (Hattam, Shacklock & Smyth, 1998). Where she perhaps differs to 
the second graduate diploma student is in her recognition that there is mutual benefit for marginalised 
and dominant students alike in catering for diversity in the classroom. The student later elaborated on 
an example of how she had tried to put this principle into practice during her practicum: 
 
I had a really positive experience in a history class [while I was on prac]. There was a boy, he’s 
quite small for his age, and he’s from India and the other boys tended to give him a hard time ... 
And I got to teach a unit on Indian History, and then all of a sudden I think his authority 
increased because kids started asking him questions ... and listening to his answers. On the 
last day of class I did an activity where I had four groups set up and one of them was Ghandi 
and one of them represented the all Indian Muslim league and one of them was the Indian 
Nationalist group and one of them was the British Government. Each group had a different 
source document that they had to look at, and then have a discussion about what their person’s 
position was in relation to the settlement negotiations. Then one person from each group came 
out to represent their group in the negotiations and re-enact it.  
 
I could tell that this kid was so desperate to get up there [during the re-enactment]. [His group] 
was Ghandi which, you know, I sort of had a little hand in giving them Ghandi because I knew 
he would love it. But he’s really quite shy and I think he’s a little bit intimidated by the other 
boys and I said, “If at any point during the re-enactment you think that your person is not doing 
a great job, just go and tap them on the shoulder and you can take their place”. I went around 
to their group and I said, “Who’s going to represent you?” and they had chosen this other boy ... 
and I could see that he wanted to [do it] but he was too scared to put his hand up. When they 
were going through it the other boy was doing a bit of a bad job ... just making jokes and 
stumbling a bit and he didn’t want to be up there. Anyway I could see him just itching to get out 
of his seat and he finally went up there and gave this great speech and the whole class just 
clapped for him, and I thought that’s so excellent. Just by giving kids something that they’re 
interested in, it just gives them so much more power and he had the hugest smile on his face. 
Yeah it was a really, really great experience. (BEd Student # 13) 
 
While irrelevant curricula is more often than not the norm for minority students, as is illustrated here, 
schools and teachers can either: 
 
silence students by denying their voice, that is, by refusing to allow them to speak from their 
own histories, experiences, and social positions, or [they] can enable them to speak by being 
attentive to how different voices can be constituted within specific pedagogical relations so as 
to engage their histories and experiences in both an affirmative and critical way. (Giroux, 1990, 
p. 91) 
 
Instead of being a site of ‘disjunction and dislocation’ (Comber & Hill, 2000), schools can relate 
curricula to students’ worlds and in doing so make the classroom more inclusive. This pre-service 
teacher recognises that by ensuring that there are transparent links between the classroom and the 
world beyond, she can encourage and assist students to draw on their cultural experiences in order to 
succeed academically (Gale & Densmore, 2000). 
 
In addition, she struggles in a very open way with what she recognises as deep inequalities in the 
government funding of schools having undertaken her practicum in a very prestigious independent 
school:  
 
It’s difficult having been [in my prac school], I mean I only ever went to public schools ... and 
never ever thought that I would be at a private school because I didn’t want to be a part of that 
... I have a few issues with the amount of resources that the kids had, I just thought imagine if 
they had these in [the suburb where I went to school]; the kids would be so much better off ... I 
do take issue with how much funding that the private schools get from the government, when 
they already have copious amounts of funding from parents and from other people. I mean kids 
graduate from that school and go on to become millionaires, and make huge donations and 
they just can pretty much do anything that they want to really. So I do think that the government 
has a long way to go in ensuring that every student has the same access to opportunity ... I 
mean you’ve done the research and you know what the difference is between the kids who 
come from a lower socio-economic background; their opportunities and expectations for 
success are extremely lower than students who have parents who are invested in their 
education and are extremely supported so yeah, I definitely think that something needs to be 
done, particularly in public schools to give those kids more opportunity and more access I think 
... So I think there needs to be something that is done so that [the resources are] not all 
concentrated in one area ... (BEd Student # 13) 
 
Her comments reminded me immediately of the sentiments of Connell’s classic work in Schools and 
social justice. As Connell (1993) notes, “an education that privileges one child over another is giving 
the privileged child a corrupted education, even as it gives him or her a social or economic 
advantage” (p. 15). That is, when a schooling system deals unjustly with some of its pupils, “the 
quality of education for all the others is degraded” (Connell, 1993, p. 15, emphasis original). In all of 
this, her commitment to social justice and catering for diversity in a way that goes well beyond 
tokenism is evident. 
 
Despite completing the same education courses as the previous student, the final student discussed 
in this paper had very different dispositions towards social justice and diversity. One of the comments 
she made was particularly memorable: 
 
There were a lot of low socio-economic kids [in my prac school]. Like they didn’t have money 
and there were a lot of them that would come to school without books and pens, so you always 
had to be ready with pens and stuff, so if they said, “Oh, I can’t do anything, I don’t have any 
paper”, you could be like, “Well, here you go”. So always getting ready for their excuses. And a 
lot of them, they kept the textbooks at school so that they didn’t have to buy the textbooks and 
take them home. (BEd Student # 16) 
 
While it is positive that she recognises socio-economic diversity in the school, and found ways to 
cater for this in her classroom, her comments suggest that she may not have a deep appreciation for 
the realities of living in less than affluent conditions. Specifically, her language indicates that she 
views the inability of students and their parents to supply resources such as stationery and contribute 
to text book hire schemes as “excuses”, either to get out of work, or to avoid having to transport 
textbooks between school and home. Illustrated in this deficit discourse is a belief that resource 
issues are the responsibility of individuals (students, parents, etc) rather than systems, which are 
structured in ways that require individuals to provide these resources in order for them to participate. 
In her view, parents should be responsible for resourcing their children’s educational needs, 
irrespective of their abilities to do so. In low socio-economic contexts in particular, where social, 
political and economic influences can position students without resources, considerable adjustments 
need to be made to counteract the adverse impact of material poverty on students’ academic 
achievement.  
 
In addition to low socio-economic status, this pre-service teacher experienced other forms of diversity 
during her practicum. She told me:   
 
I think there were three or four [students] in my year nine class that had learning difficulties. 
And so the teacher aide would sit with the four of them around her and that was a huge help, I 
was really lucky to have that I think. Because with students of low ability, you tend to spend 
more time with them and it’s not fair on the others, they get forgotten about, you don’t get to talk 
to the others who are doing quite well. (BEd Student # 16) 
 
When I prompted her later in the interview about what social justice meant to her, she reiterated these 
beliefs: 
 
I guess [social justice] means giving all students no matter what their backgrounds or financial 
situations a fair treatment, and as I said, [spending an] even amount of time with all students 
and making sure that they all have access to everything. Not holding something against them 
because of their culture or financial situation; just treat them all equally. (BEd Student # 16) 
 
In suggesting that spending more time with students who are struggling is not fair on the ones who 
are doing well, this teacher appears to hold to a liberal-democratic form of distributive justice. This is 
sometimes referred to as a deficit model of social justice, which is premised on ‘simple equality’ 
(Walzer, 1983): an idea that regards all individuals as having the same basic needs (Gale & 
Densmore, 2000). Often utilised by individuals to maintain unjust social arrangements, such accounts 
fall short of delivering social justice. As Taylor, Rizvi, Lingard and Henry (1997) assert: 
 
access does not automatically deliver equality. The absurdity of thinking otherwise is stark in 
this particular situation and in others has fuelled (errant) arguments against inclusive school 
practices for similar students with disabilities. Illustrated more generally is that students, 
whatever their differences, do not enter classrooms with the same capacities to communicate 
and that classrooms and schooling systems of themselves do not take account of these 
differences. Still … such arrangements appear quite fair to those who hold to market 
conceptions of social justice and classroom interactions ‘based on the assumptions of 
homogeneity and uniformity’. (p. 151).  
 
It will be interesting to analyse subsequent interviews with this teacher to see whether, in the first 
instance, she has been challenged at the pre-service level to move towards more of a social-
democratic or difference model of social justice:  
 
Characterized by ‘complex equality’ (Walzer 1983), which theorizes that people do not have the 
same needs or the same resources at their disposal to meet those needs, the social-
democratic position argues not just for unequal distributions of social goods but for the 
distribution of different social goods for different people. These distinctions have given rise to 
the adoption of the term equity (that is, positive differentiation) as a justified deviation from 
equality and to register social justice as different from ‘sameness’. (Gale & Densmore, 2000, p. 
13, emphasis original) 
 
However, while it could be argued that there is room for growth in her understandings about social 
justice, this is tempered by self-awareness of shortcomings in her practice that she intends to 
address: 
 
I guess you just have to be careful as well, sometimes without even thinking about it you tend 
to spend more time with the higher socio-economic kids because and the ones who are more 
culturally like you in the classroom ... you can have a bit more of a chat to [them] and neglect 
some of the ones you’re not so culturally like I guess. So you just have to be aware of that ... 
because it’s just natural to want to interact with people who you get along with better and who 
have a similar background to you. (BEd Student # 16) 
 
Both teachers and their students bring their cultural understandings into the classroom and school. In 
the best of circumstances, home, family, school, neighbourhood and society are complementary and 
reinforcing, “guiding children’s positive development into informed citizens and economically 
independent adults” (Edwards & Young, 1992, p. 72). But as this teacher recognises, this is more 
often the experience of children from dominant groups (Anglo, middle-class) given that schools are 
largely staffed by teachers from similar backgrounds who reflect and authorise similar views. Children 
from families that reflect the attitudes, beliefs and knowledges of this dominant ethnic and middle-
class culture are among those that tend to find themselves the most empowered by schooling; their 
dispositions closely matching those encouraged and rewarded by the school. 
 
Conclusion 
Contrasting the views of students beginning the one year Graduate Diploma in Education against 
students entering their final year of the four year Bachelor of Education provides some interesting 
insights. Although excerpts were drawn from a relatively small sample (four of the 24 participants), the 
comments included represent well the range of dispositions towards social justice and diversity in the 
pre-service teachers interviewed. 
 
With three years of initial teacher education behind them, students beginning their final year of the 
Bachelor of Education could be expected at some intuitive level to be better prepared with the 
knowledge, skills and attitudes that are necessary to successfully teach diverse student populations 
than students who are in the very early stages of their teacher education. The data suggests, 
however, that this is not necessarily the case. Commitment to social justice and catering for diversity 
in a way that goes well beyond tokenism is evident in the comments of students from both cohorts. At 
the same time, and despite their best intentions, deficit discourse is evident in the comments of 
students from both programs. We should not vilify these students for the honest and open ways in 
which they have articulated their concerns about and struggles with catering for diversity and acting in 
socially just ways in the classroom. However, from the perspective of those who hold to a recognitive 
view of social justice, it could be argued that there is much room for growth in their understandings. 
 
In addition, the fact that students belonging to the same cohort, and who had therefore completed the 
same education courses, had very different dispositions, suggests that there is much more to 
dispositions towards diversity and social justice than pre-service teacher education alone. Although 
my research is hardly the first study to suggest this, it lends weight to the many other studies – both 
classic and modern – that are perhaps best epitomised by Haberman’s (1991) argument that the 
teaching profession would be better served if teacher educators focused on “picking the right people” 
rather than trying to “change the wrong ones”. 
 
It will be interesting to analyse subsequent interviews with these and other teachers as a window into 
changes in their dispositions over time. While my desire as a pre-service teacher educator is for our 
teachers to recognise that the very organisation of schooling as an institution works differentially to 
the advantage of some types of families and the disadvantage of others, the factors that appear to be 
critical in developing such understandings in teachers – if it is, indeed, possible to develop these 
understandings – are still in question. 
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